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PROTECTING THE NECESSITY OF MAKING 
KATHARINE WEST
MARION MCENROY-HIGGINS
My interview with Katharine West coincided appropriately with Earth day, 22 April 2016.  Listening to her describe the age-old geological processes of the 
weathering of igneous rock, producing primary kaolins, the basis for porcelain, conveying images of riverbeds with rich mineral deposits; I understood how 
she draws students to work with her in ceramics. Her appreciation of the connection of ceramics with the haptic and hand-made, with ancient cultures, 
anthropology, and archaeology is compelling.
She describes her own work as play between fluid and solid; malleable and static; interior and exterior. West attributes this to her lifelong connection to the 
coasts of both the East and West of Ireland, the liminal space between land and sea. In her most recent work, the forms begin with the ancient tradition of 
vessel making using a coil-building technique. The flax paper clay she works with, is flexible and forgiving, allowing the shapes to be teased out by hand. 
The fibres strengthen the clay for manipulation, 
permitting stretching without tearing.  
Her latest exhibition, entitled ‘Extended 
Matter’, took place at the nag Gallery, Dublin 
in November 2015, and explored the Deleuzian 
concept of ‘the fold’ or ‘pleats of matter’. 
The titles evoke the material’s potential 
vectors and trajectories. Although ostensibly 
solid and immobile, the forms offer multiple 
profiles and perspectives. There are no flat 
bases upon which the forms rest completely. 
Their masses grapple with the surrounding 
space robustly, and yet there is a vulnerability 
about the pieces. Recumbent, biomorphic, 
with echoes of undetermined embryos; at 
times closing in upon themselves, at times 
elongating. ‘Extended Matter 3’ arcs, poised 
like a primordial Uroborus, ready to turn within 
itself. There is something in the exposure of the 
Extended Matter installation, nag Gallery 
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supine figure in this work, reminiscent of Giacometti’s Woman 
with her Throat Cut, 1932. The surface tension and movement 
implicit in ‘Extended Matter 4’ is redolent of a turning back, 
rather like an antique Hellenistic torso fragment.
Her artists’ statement quotes from ‘The Fold’: ‘Matter tends to 
spill over into space, to be reconciled with fluidity at the same 
time fluids themselves are divided into masses’.I She describes 
engaging with philosophy in very visual terms, exploring 
and applying it to her practice intuitively, albeit building on a 
foundation of decades of practical and technical knowledge. 
She quoted another significant passage from Deleuze that offers 
an insight into the conceptual basis for some of the primal forms 
of her work: 
Matter thus offers an infinitely 
porous, spongy, or cavernous texture 
without emptiness, caverns endlessly 
contained in other caverns: no matter 
how small, each body contains a world 
pierced by irregular passages, surrounded and penetrated by an increasingly vaporous fluid, the 
totality of the universe resembling a ‘pond of matter in which there exist different flows and waves.II
Working from inside to outside, she creates forms suggestive of a thin carapace – folding membranes surrounding and dividing the air, of which most 
of the mass will eventually comprise. Their terra-sigillata glazed surfaces, reveal the intricate handling and tooling that created the skin of these layered, 
somatic enclosures. Sufficient air pressure is needed to uphold the forms until they are leather-hard and strong enough for a pin-hole perforation to expel 
a tiny breath, announcing their independence as structures ready for firing. This idea of the interior space or lacuna within the body is conceptually key to 
a further series of pieces called ‘Earthed Matter’ and ‘Suspended Matter’. Although her work is abstract, it has previously been categorised as figurative 
in Paul O’Reilly’s Kingdom of Heaven catalogue of the Limerick City Art Gallery’s permanent collection.
Curious about her childhood and early education, I asked about her mother, artist Margaret ‘Mo’ Irwin’s influence. Katharine recalls growing up in an 
environment where the visual mattered. She was encouraged to really look at things, to notice nature, the details in illustrations, something she finds 
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herself continuing with her own daughter, Alice. Mo had been trained in Paris by the Cubist painter, André Lhote (1885-1962). She set aside money from 
a teaching job in Loretto Convent, Dalkey to prioritise the acquisition of art, collecting works by Modern Irish artists including Norah McGuinness and 
Patrick Collins. From Katharine’s father came a love of reading, storytelling and narrative. Her paternal grandfather had even copied old masters, and she 
humorously recalled growing up with rather good, fake Rembrandts and Vermeers.
West’s early education in National College of Art and Design, Dublin and School of Decorative Arts, Strasbourg, France in the 1980’s felt permeated by 
the weight of history. Travelling to the USA as a Fullbright scholar to Alfred University, under the tutelage of Tony Hepburn, was hugely formative. Hepburn 
challenged her to consider whether her work was ‘art or craft’. American culture seemed young and unencumbered by preoccupation with historic 
precedence, and she observed that her peers had the confidence to take themselves seriously. It was during that two year MFA training that she decided to 
allow herself to think more conceptually and identify as a ceramic artist. With a strong background in drawing, her early work was informed by the work of Henry 
Moore, Barbara Hepworth and Hans Arp. A 
threshold moment in her understanding of 
the possibilities of ceramic object making 
was in her discovery of the work of Gordon 
Baldwin, and later artists such as Richard 
Deacon, Tony Cragg and Martin Puryear. 
As a colleague, I understand the challenges 
and demands of full time teaching in Higher 
education, and I asked Katharine about her 
work as an educator. Teaching is a huge 
part of her life, and she finds the reflexive 
process of teaching and learning very 
rewarding. While it is very difficult to find the 
time, making her own work is a priority, as 
it invigorates her teaching, and keeps her 
connected to the idea that making things 
matters. She believes that working as 
an artist validates her teaching practice, 
and hopefully helps to inspire a passion 
for making in her students. In 2006 she 
received the Bank of Ireland ‘Toradh Award’ 
in recognition of her studio practice and 
contribution to art education in Galway.
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Indeed, despite coping with severely 
compromised personal circumstances, 
she has remained resolutely determined to 
continue her activity as an artist, maintaining 
a belief in the importance of making as 
paramount. Her husband, Filmmaker, 
Frank Stapleton, is in the secondary stages 
of Multiple Sclerosis. Although he is now 
significantly cognitively impaired, Katharine 
recounted with amused wonder, an occasion 
when he could still draw upon his memories 
of English and Philosophy. In an effort to 
maintain some normality, she was describing 
the theoretical concerns of her work for him, 
and was amazed when he interjected: ‘…
try Merleau-Ponty for that!’ She has come 
to the difficult realisation that in the midst 
of continually supporting a loved one with 
chronic illness, it is essential for her to retain 
her self-conviction in her art practice.
Attending international conferences and symposia have been tremendously inspiring in this respect. As well as participating in numerous Irish and European 
symposia, in the past decade she has been to South Korea in 1996 and Jingdezhen, China in 2004. She found it invigorating to meet and work with 
other practitioners, and experience Asian cultures where clay is intrinsic to life, and porcelain has had such long and sophisticated traditions. In 2011 she 
participated in a symposium in Changchun, China working alongside traditional and contemporary Chinese artists and International practitioners, and in 
2015 she participated in the Purple Sand symposium in Yxing, China.IIi 
West was elected a member of the International Academy of Ceramics in 2014. She features in the 2014 Royal Irish Academy publication, Sculpture, 
Volume III of Art and Architecture in Ireland.IV  Her work has been exhibited most recently at the Yxing Ceramics Museum, China; the Mark Rothko Centre 
for the Arts, Latvia; at Farmleigh Gallery in Dublin and the Norman Villa Gallery, Galway.
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